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Encouraging learner autonomy development in distance teaching in primary 
school 
 
The central theme of this dissertation is development of learner autonomy and how 
teachers in Slovenian primary schools encourage it. 
The first part of the dissertation presents and explains what learner autonomy is, the factors 
important for its development, and other significant concepts connected to it. The theory of 
learner autonomy is then related to the context of distance learning that we were able to 
observe this year, during the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic. 
The second part presents an analysis and discussion based on the results of interviews 
conducted with primary school English teachers and questionnaires that were given to 
primary school students. 
The results show that teachers use many activities that promote the development of learner 
autonomy. The research showed that in distant teaching the main factors that influence the 
development of learner autonomy are quality, attractive and engaging materials, a good 
explanation, as well as home environment. 
 










Vzpodbujanje razvoja avtonomije učenja pri poučevanju na daljavo v osnovni 
šoli  
 
Osrednja tema tega magistrskega dela je avtonomija učenja in kako učitelji v slovenskih 
osnovnih šolah spodbujajo njen razvoj. 
Prvi del naloge obravnava avtonomijo učenja, dejavnike, ki so pomembni za njen razvoj in 
druge koncepte, povezane s pojmom avtonomije učenja. Teorija avtonomije učenja je v 
nadaljevanju povezana s kontekstom učenja na daljavo, ki smo mu bili letos priča ob 
svetovni pandemiji zaradi virusa COVID-19. 
Drugi del naloge predstavlja analizo in razlago odgovorov učiteljev v osnovnih šolah, s 
katerimi so bili opravljeni intervjuji, in učencev osnovnih šol, ki so izpolnili vprašalnik. 
Rezultati raziskave kažejo, da veliko učiteljev v poučevanje vključuje dejavnosti, ki 
vzpodbujajo razvoj avtonomije učenja. Glavni dejavniki, ki vplivajo na razvoj avtonomije 
učenja pri počuevanju na daljavo pa so kakovostna, privlačna in zanimiva gradiva, dobra 
razlaga in domače okolje. 
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Learner autonomy and distance learning are two separate concepts which are closely 
connected to each other. This MA thesis explores both and treats them separately but also 
proves that they relate to each other in many aspects. The paper also observes what the 
teacher’s role is in the development of learner autonomy as well as in the effective distance 
learning.  
The first part deals with the definition of learner autonomy and its application to the 
classroom environment. It also introduces concepts which are connected to it, such as the 
psychology of the learner, learner strategies, motivation and a discussion on the teacher’s 
role in the encouragement of learner autonomy.  
The second part focusses on distance learning by first discussing the incorporation of 
technology into teaching EFL and then delves into distant teaching and learning. This part 
was largely influenced by the context of this year’s pandemic and discusses the importance 
of the development of learner autonomy for successful distance learning.  
As we were able to observe this year, it is not impossible for the entire world to change the 
school system in a matter of a few days. With the speed at which the coronavirus or COVID-
19 was spreading, countries were forced to drastically adjust manners of teaching we were 
accustomed to prior to the world pandemic. In a matter of a couple of weeks, or even days, 
schools were forced to move their teaching processes online, most having no experience in 
distance teaching. An even bigger obstacle was distance learning - how the students would 
adjust, and not only work on the school matters at home, but learn new materials on their 
own. For that reason, we decided to research how teachers encouraged the development of 
learner autonomy in these circumstances in order to help learners take away as much as 





1. DEFINITION OF AUTONOMY 
 
Learner autonomy is a prevalent term in ELT which has been around since the 1970s when 
the Council of Europe’s Modern Languages Project issued a seminal report by Henry Holec in 
which he defined autonomy as “the ability to take charge of one’s own learning” (Benson 
2007: 22). Holec (1981, in Little 1991: 7) delineates the term further by stating it means: 
 [...] to have, and to hold, the responsibility for all the decisions concerning all aspects of this 
learning, i.e.:   
    - determining the objectives;  
    - defining the contents and progressions;    
   - selecting methods and techniques to be used;  
    - monitoring the procedure of acquisition properly speaking (rhythm, time, place etc.);  
    - evaluating what has been acquired. 
(Little 1991: 7) 
Benson discovered that the definition of the term varies: “ ‘Ability’ is often replaced by 
‘capacity’ (a term used by Holec elsewhere), while ‘take charge of’ is often replaced by ‘take 
responsibility for’ or ‘take control of’ one’s own learning (terms also used by Holec)” 
(Benson 2007: 22). Benson does stress, however, that autonomy is “an attribute of 
learners”, and that they cannot become more autonomous by simply having to be, but must 
be guided in that freedom (ibid.).  
Little provides his own definition of learner autonomy while also taking into consideration 
the psychology of the learner and claims that 
[a]utonomy is a capacity - for detachment, critical reflection, decision-making, and 
independent action. It presupposes, but also entails, that the learner will develop a 
particular kind of psychological relation to the process and content of his learning. The 
capacity for autonomy will be displayed both in the way the learner learns and in the way he 
or she transfers what has been learned to wider contexts. 
 (Little 1991: 4) 
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He indicates that autonomy is not an ability but rather a “capacity” which the learner can 
achieve by focussing on their own learning process and relate it to their experience. He also 
points out that the most successful learners in the context of formal education are 
autonomous, which means 
[t]hey accept responsibility for their learning; they constantly reflect on what they are 
learning, why they are learning, how they are learning, and with what degree of success; and 
their learning is fully integrated with the rest of what they are. 
(Little 1999: 13) 
Holec’s definition stands for the basis of pedagogical practices concerning learner autonomy 
and has since its publication opened numerous discussions and interpretations, some of 
which were often misguided. 
Ensuing discussions gave rise to related and competing concepts such as ‘independent 
learning,’ ‘self-directed learning,’ ‘self-instruction’ and also ‘self-access learning,’ most of 
which can be distinguished from autonomous learning on basically three accounts. First, in 
contrast to autonomous language learning, they highlight organisational aspects of the 
learning undertaking. Secondly, they tend to exclude vital conditions of social learning. 
Thirdly, they do not properly acknowledge the indispensable role of the teacher. 
(Legenhausen 2011: 373) 
Legenhausen claims that learner autonomy is a “highly complex and multifaceted construct 
[... which] draws upon and is informed by diverse strands of European humanistic 
philosophy, anthropological theory, critical education and psychology [...]” (ibid.: 374). The 
author further defines learner autonomy by profiling the autonomous learner. He states 
that autonomous learners: 
− have developed a desire to learn the language and are thus either intrinsically motivated or 
have endorsed extrinsic goals, 
− have accepted that it is necessary to take charge of their own learning, 
− have developed a metacognitive awareness of what the learning undertaking implies, 
4 
 
− are actively involved in constructing the conditions of their own learning, i.e. are active 
agents in the learning process and show initiatives when planning and selecting working 
procedures, 
− have developed a strategic learning competence which they can also bring to bear on other 
opportunities for practicing the language also outside the educational context, 
− and have developed criteria for the evaluation of procedures, and show a high degree of 
competence in self-assessment. 
(Legenhausen 2011: 387)  
 
Kumaravadivelu points out that the key definition of learner autonomy is ‘to learn how to 
learn,’ which means that the teacher is responsible for providing the tools necessary for the 
learners to learn independently.   
 
This enabling process includes equipping them with the tools necessary to learn on their 
own, and training them to use appropriate strategies for realizing their learning objectives. 
The primary focus then is on the learner’s academic achievement through strategic 
engagement. 
(Kumaravadivelu 2003: 133) 
 
Autonomous learning, however, does not only benefit the learning process but has other 
far-reaching implications, namely an over all better understanding of self and the 
predisposition to become a more independent individual. Kumaravadivelu discusses this and 
says: 
From a philosophical point of view, one of the desirable, though not easily achievable, goals 
of general education has always been to create autonomous individuals who are willing and 
able to think independently and act responsibly. In a rapidly changing world where instant 
and informed decision making is a prerequisite for successful functioning, helping learners 
become autonomous is one way of maximizing their chances for success. 
(Kumaravadivelu 2003: 131) 
There are several variations of the definition of learner autonomy because the number of 
authors researching the topic is increasing. Little (2016) suggests that  
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[t]he rapidly expanding literature has debated, for example, whether learner autonomy 
should be thought of as capacity or behaviour; whether it is characterised by learner 
responsibility or learner control; whether it is a psychological phenomenon with political 
implications or a political right with psychological implications; and whether the 
development of learner autonomy depends on a complementary teacher autonomy. 
(Little 2016) 
Nevertheless, Little (1999) also suggests that the definition of autonomy in any case rests on 
three arguments about learning: 
(i) learners cannot help but do their own learning (ii) this being the case, learning will be 
more efficient when learners are critically aware of goals and methods; and (iii) it is through 
the development of such critical awareness that learners are empowered to transcend the 
limitations of their learning environment. 
(Little 1999: 11) 
When defining learner autonomy, it is crucial to consider the theory of all researchers 
mentioned above and look at the concept from a broader point of view. The key elements 
of an autonomous learner could be summarised as  
1. being able to take control of their own learning 
2. having awareness of their learning process 
3. being intrinsically motivated  
4. having developed personal learning strategies 




1.1 AUTONOMY GRADATION  
 
The following authors argue that autonomy can be graded. Benson states that autonomous 
learners “‘can take numerous different forms, depending on their age, how far they have 
progressed with their learning, what they perceive their immediate learning needs to be, 
and so on” (Benson 2007: 23). He also mentions this as the reason why learner autonomy is 
so difficult to define. Nunan states that “learner action” is categorised into five levels; 
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“‘awareness’, ‘involvement’, ‘intervention’, ‘creation’ and ‘transcendence’” (Nunan 1997, in 
Benson 2007: 23). Littlewood, on the other hand, suggests a three-stage model consisting of 
“language acquisition, learning approach and personal development” (Littlewood 1997, in 
Benson 2007: 23). Macaro’s three staged model involves “‘autonomy of language 
competence’, ‘autonomy of language learning competence’ and ‘autonomy of choice and 
action’” (Macaro 1997, in Benson 2007, 23). 
Littlewood makes an important distinction between “proactive autonomy” which “affirms 
[learners’] individuality and sets up directions which they themselves have partially 
created,” and “reactive autonomy” which “does not create its own directions but, once a 
direction has been initiated, enables learners to organize their resources autonomously in 
order to reach their goal” (Littlewood 1999, in Benson 2007, 24). 
Kumaravadivelu argues that within the definition there are several degrees of learner 
autonomy and states that the below-mentioned terms vary in the matter of how involved 
the teacher is in the process. He makes a distinction between them and explains: 
• self-instruction refers to situations in which learners are working without the direct 
control of the teacher; 
• self-direction refers to situations in which learners accept responsibility for all the 
decisions concerned with learning but not necessarily for the implementation of 
those decisions; 
• self-access learning refers to situations in which learners make use of self-access 
teaching material or instructional technology that is made available to them; 
• individualized instruction refers to situations in which the learning process is 
adapted, either by the teacher or by the learner, to suit the specific characteristics of 
an individual learner. 






2. AUTHORS ON ENCOURAGING AUTONOMY DEVELOPMENT 
2.1 LITTLE 
 
Little (2016) discusses three reasons why learner autonomy development is a positive and 
important goal for teachers to strive towards in the context of learning a foreign language: 
1. If learners are aware of the learning process, they are involved in a more personal 
way, which helps them focus and be more successful. 
2. If learners actively participate in the learning process, the teacher does not have 
to find solutions to motivate them. Learners do not need to like every part of the 
process in order to be successful, because their motivation is strong enough to 
overcome the setbacks. 
3. Learning a language is easier for learners with a high degree of social autonomy, 
especially if we consider that learning a language depends on language use, because 
they can develop procedural skills that is necessary for effective communication. 
In his previous work (1991: 25), Little suggests that the process of acquiring the second 
language without the instruction is the same as the process of acquiring the first language, 
where social interactions provide the learner with input and create the need to 
communicate. When the learner tries to meet that need, they become more involved in the 
learning process and slowly acquire the language. 
Another suggestion Little (1991: 52) makes is that learners should keep a diary or a journal, 
in which they can monitor and reflect on their learning process. In the diary, the students 
comment on “what they have done, how well they think they have done it, and what they 
think they have learned” (ibid.).  This makes learning a more concrete notion which enables 





2.2 SCHARLE AND SZABO 
 
Scharle and Szabo (2000: 4) suggest that in order to develop learner autonomy, students 
need to become responsible and be actively involved in the decision making regarding the 
learning process and environment. 
The authors (2000: 7-9) also point out some important concepts in encouraging autonomy 
development: 
- Motivation and self-confidence: students need to be intrinsically – and to some 
extent extrinsically – motivated, in order to be successful language learners. Self-
confidence also plays a major role, because they must believe in their ability to take 
charge of their learning and responsibility of the outcome. 
 - Monitoring and evaluation: students need to focus on the process, rather than the 
outcome of language learning, and set goals for themselves. 
- Learning strategies: when students are aware of the strategies that they can use to 
improve their knowledge, they can become less dependent on the teacher during 
the learning process. 
- Cooperation and group cohesion: students become more aware of the process 
when they are involved in group work, where they need to collaborate and rely on 
each other, as well as provide feedback to their peers. 
- Sharing information with the learner: when students know and understand how 
the process works and what the aims of it are, they feel more respected, involved, 
and responsible for the outcome. 
- Consistent control: students need to understand what is expected from them and 
what the consequences of their actions are. 
- Delegating tasks and decisions: students need to have more say about the learning 
process in order to take more responsibility for their learning, with the continuous 
support of their teacher, even when making a mistake. 
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Scharle and Szabo (ibid.: 9) also present three phases of the process of responsibility 
development: 
1. Raising awareness: this stage is very structured, and the teacher has all of the 
control, because students are not yet responsible. 
2. Changing attitudes: this is a slow process, with a lot of practicing and patience. 
3. Transferring roles: at this stage, the teacher undertakes a demanding task of gradually 




2.3 PRINCIPLES OF AUTONOMOUS LEARNING BY LEGENHAUSEN 
Legenhausen (2011: 380) introduces three principles for implementing autonomous 
language learning, ordered hierarchically as underlying, guiding and procedural.  
 
2.3.1 Underlying principles 
The main underlying principle is that “language learning is a ‘creative construction process’” 
(ibid.) which coincides with the constructionists’ theories of learning. He claims that 
“learners have to construct their own rules of the language to be learned on the basis of the 
language they are exposed to and interact with” (ibid.). The basis for this construction 
should be the authentic communicative interaction as studies show that communication is 
the principal language acquisition method.  
Little agrees with Legenhausen by stating that a “naturalistic” second language acquisition 
follows the same principles as first language development; “Social interaction generates 
communicative needs and provides the learner with input; and the learner’s effort to meet 




2.3.2 Guiding principles 
Two concepts which help shift the learner towards autonomy are awareness-raising and 
authenticity. Together with autonomy they are “the essential properties of the educational 
enterprise” (Legenhausen 2011: 381). 
Although language awareness can occur naturally, encouraging it is one of the key 
responsibilities of a teacher. “Their task is to systematically try to get learners to reflect on 
the way they go about their learning and to stimulate awareness-raising by introducing tools 
and activities which facilitate the processes” (ibid.). He suggests group work as an effective 
method with which students acquire communicative competence and also allows them to 
reflect on the learning process. “What distinguishes autonomous classrooms, however, from 
most traditional approaches is the priority attached to making learning process and learning 
conditions a topic of reflection and discussion. (...) An emphasis on awareness of learning 
techniques and strategies is intended to support the learners’ independence and to 
promote the learners’ capacity for life-long intentional learning” (ibid.: 383). 
According to Legenhausen, authenticity goes beyond authentic materials and topics; 
“According to some implementations of autonomous learning principles, the teacher, for 
example, would not ask any questions to which she could supply the answers herself“ (2011: 
383). He suggests the following criteria for authentic activities: 
− The degree of learner involvement in setting up the activity, 
− the activation of the learners’ existing knowledge, 
− the accommodation of learner differentiation, 
− the flexibility and openness of the task, 
− the promotion of creativity, 
− stimulation of self-discovery and self-awareness, 
− stimulation of social awareness of group dynamics and social management skills. 




2.3.3 Procedural principles 
The procedural principles, according to Legenhausen, follow a work cycle that begins with 
‘planning and negotiating’, in which the teacher together with the learners negotiates 
projects they will undertake and makes sure they correspond to the syllabus. After that the 
learners make ‘decisions’ for which they are held accountable. The ‘work’ phase is 
constituted of the metaphor ‘person-as-scientist’. This means that “learners - with the help 
and support of the teacher - try to collect data and materials needed for carrying out their 
plans. It is imperative that the working processes are documented and learning outcomes 
made available to other members of the class. Log books, portfolios and posters are 
considered essential tools for the documentation process” (ibid.: 385). The final phase is 
‘evaluation’, which offers a variety of options for the teacher to choose from, such as 
questionnaires, discussions, log book entries, etc.  
 
 
2.4 PRINCIPLES OF COLLABORATIVE LEARNING BY JACOBS AND HUI SHAN 
 
Jacobs and Hui Shan (2015: 4) provide an extensive list of research that suggest that peer 
collaboration in learning environments can lead to great results “on a wide range of 
cognitive and affective variables, including achievement, thinking skills, interethnic relations, 
liking for school, and self-esteem”. The authors (ibid.: 5-8) present four out of many 
principles that can guide teachers of English as a foreign language to include collaborative 
learning in their process in order to encourage the development of autonomy in their 
students. They also provide the meaning of each principle, explain why is it important, and 
suggest how to implement it. The principles are: 
1. Maximum Peer Interactions: relates to the quantity and the quality of peer 
interactions. The idea is that by having more frequent valuable group discussions, 
students are more actively involved in the shaping of their environment and 
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encouraged to use higher-order thinking skills. Working in pairs and smaller groups is 
what the authors suggest to maximize peer interactions. 
2. Equal Opportunity to Participate: relates to the problem of certain members of 
groups being too dominant and others not actively participating. It is important for 
students to understand the meaning behind group work and the long-term effects of 
having everybody contributing to the knowledge of each individual. Group work 
should be organized in a way where students take turns or are each given a certain 
part of the task to do and explain to others, in order to enjoy the benefits of the 
principle. 
3. Individual Accountability: relates to the idea that every group member should do 
their part of the work. Actively participating means being responsible for one’s own 
learning process and the learning process of the group, which is a part of autonomy 
development, and which also helps with the motivation and the atmosphere in the 
group. The authors give ideas on how to monitor individual accountability, such as 
peer assessment and keeping track of everybody’s work, and for teachers to call on 
students randomly, rather than let the group decide on the representative. 
4. Positive Interdependence: relates to students working as a team – understanding 
that they need to work together for the outcome to be successful, not just their own, 
but the group’s. Because each individual can benefit from learning, the whole group 
can as well, which is a great motivator for doing well. The authors suggest groups 
setting a clear goal so that they can all work towards it together, and each member 
having an individual task that is a part of the whole and can be explained to other 
members. 
The authors agree that these steps can help encourage the development of autonomy and 
that they make the learning process more effective (ibid.: 9). 
Harmer discussed the benefits of group activities in relation to autonomy as well, and said 
that such activities 
[g]ive students chances for greater independence. Because they are working together 
without the teacher controlling every move, they take some of their own learning decisions, 
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they decide what language to use to complete a certain task, and they can work without 
pressure of the whole class listening to what they are doing. Decisions are cooperatively 
arrived at, responsibilities are shared. 





Reinders (2010: 46-51) discusses stages in development of learner autonomy, which he 
presents in two classroom contexts – a teacher-directed and a learner-directed classroom, 
although the majority falls somewhere in between (Figure 1). He gives ideas and advice on 
how to manage each stage in order for learners to become more autonomous (ibid.): 
- Identifying needs: extensive needs analysis should be carried out, exercises and 
activities appropriate to the individual needs should be created, regular recordings 
and reviews of the findings should be encouraged. 
- Setting goals: students should set goals for their learning in order to focus on 
specific parts of the class that hey find the most relevant. They should see the course 
as part of the way in which they can achieve their goals, but should also be 
encouraged to find additional resources for support or practice. 
- Planning learning: students should make their own decisions about how they will 
go about reaching their goals, since each students’ goals are individual and depend 
on their weaker and stronger points, which means that teachers should offer various 
types of exercises for the same part of the syllabus. 
- Selecting resources: students should be encouraged to find and share their own 
resources as materials to use in class. 
- Selecting learning strategies: in order to become more autonomous, students need 
to be aware of and expand their range of learning strategies. Teachers should 
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therefore identify their learners’ strategies and offer a variety of activities and 
exercises, or even allow for open-ended ones, so that learners can complete them in 
their own way. 
- Practice: while practice and revision are of utmost importance when it comes to 
language learning, traditional drilling exercises do not suffice when encouraging 
learner autonomy. Teachers should create activities that are carefully structured, but 
allow freedom and input from sources outside of the classroom, which students 
should find and evaluate on their own. 
- Monitoring progress: students should be encouraged to continually reflect on their 
learning plans in detail, in order to understand their weaknesses and work on them, 
but also record their successes and progress, and then revise their plan accordingly 
and often. 
- Assessment and revision: when implementing the notion of individualised learning, 
teachers should then pay attention to individualised assessments as well, in addition 
to traditional general tests. Teaching learners how to evaluate their own knowledge 
is of great benefit, especially when it is put into practice and is more authentic. 
 
LEARNING STAGES TEACHER-DIRECTED LEARNER-DIRECTED 
Identifying needs Placement tests, teacher 
feedback. 
Learner experiences 
difficulties in using the 
language. 













Teacher models and 
instructions. 
Self-selection by learners. 
Practice Exercises and activities 
provided by teacher. 
Implementation (language 
use) and experimentation. 
Monitoring progress Regular classroom feedback 
and comments on 
assignments and tasks. 
Self-monitoring, peer 
feedback. 
Assessment and revision Tests, curriculum changes Self-assessment, reflection. 
Figure 1. Stages in development of learner autonomy (Reinders 2010: 46). 
Reinders (ibid.: 49) also touches on reflection, motivation, and interaction as the core of 
autonomy development. He says constant reflection is what makes a successful learner, 
because they know what went well and what did not, and can therefore create a new plan 
accordingly. However, reflection is not necessarily an individual activity. Students can 
discuss their progress and setbacks with other, which brings about awareness of the 
learning process from other perspectives, making learners more autonomous. To make 
learners feel responsible for their learning and the outcomes, teachers should motivate 
them and give them support, but should also encourage the development of self-motivation 
needed outside the classroom. 
Reinders (ibid.: 52) suggests taking these steps slowly, implementing various techniques and 
ideas throughout the process and not all at once, as well as not expecting learners to 








3. OTHER IMPORTANT CONCEPTS 
 
Since autonomy is such a complex notion, it is clear that there are many factors that 
contribute to its development or the lack thereof. Not only does it depend on the learner 
and the teacher, but numerous other approaches, strategies, and methods of teaching and 
learning. In order to promote autonomy development, they need to be learner-centred, as 
to ensure that learners can take away as much as possible. As Nunan says: 
A learner-centred approach is based on a belief that learners will bring to the learning 
situation different beliefs and attitudes about the nature of language and language learning 
and that these beliefs and attitudes need to be taken into consideration in the selection of 
content and learning experiences. 
(Nunan 1991: 178) 
Benson (2007: 28) suggests that autonomy is closely connected to other important concepts 
or fields, namely learning strategies and self-regulation, motivation, individual differences, 
sociocultural theory, and teacher development. 
 
 
3.1 PSYCHOLOGY OF THE LEARNER 
 
Psychology is an important aspect of learning that needs consideration when defining 
learner autonomy.  
Little discusses how Jean Piaget and Jerome Bruner, despite having different views, both 
believe that “cognitive development is driven by active problem-solving” (Little 1991: 15), 
which means that a child’s motivation to develop is intrinsic and the development itself 
does not rely on the control of the environment. The child’s need to follow the natural 
process of development is also not a conscious one, but the self-awareness should increase 
in order for the child to develop fully. 
Little (1991: 17-18) also elaborates on George Kelly’s concept of psychology of personal 
constructs, according to which each of us has a personal view of the world. We base our 
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expectations in the context of our environment based on this view, and then live our life 
testing these hypotheses and revising the theory while figuring out our lives, but never truly 
finish developing, since we keep going back to, resolving, and changing our personal 
constructs. The constructs are a product of our culture and society’s values and beliefs, but 




3.2 LANGUAGE LEARNING STRATEGIES 
 
Language learning strategies are of great importance when acquiring a language. Macaro 
suggests that various authors often make references “to making language learning more 
'self-directed', to students 'selecting' steps or actions.” He says these frequent references 
point to a close link between learner strategies and learner autonomy (Macaro 2001: 20). 
Nunan et al. (1999: 77) also connect the concepts of autonomy and learning strategies. They 
suggest that learner autonomy can be successfully developed when learners are: 
encouraged to self-monitor and self-assess; encouraged to reflect critically on their learning 
process; given opportunities to select content and learning tasks and also when they are 
provided with opportunities to evaluate their own progress; encouraged to find their own 
language data and create their own learning tasks; actively involved in productive use of the 
target language, rather than merely reproducing language models provided by the teacher 
or the textbook; systematically incorporating strategies training into the learning process. 
(Nunan et al. 1999: 77) 
Learning about learning strategies and how to use them thus encourages the development 
of learner autonomy, because learners become more aware of the process and more 
responsible for the outcome. However, they cannot come to understand and use learning 
strategies on their own, but need to be taught about them. 
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Nunan et al. (1999: 70) discuss how in order for learners to be able to decide on what and 
how they want to learn, and thus become more autonomous, teachers must systematically 
educate them in the skills and knowledge they need. They point out that the learner does 
not begin their learning process by already having the important learning skills, but come to 
the environment in order to acquire those skills with teacher’s help throughout the process.  
 
 
3.2.1 CLASSIFICATIONS OF LEARNING STRATEGIES 
 
Cohen (2011: 682) suggests there are three ways of classifying strategies. The first 
distinction is between “language learning strategies”, which are certain strategies a learner 
uses when trying to study and acquire new materials, and “language use strategies”, which 
are strategies with which a learner uses their already acquired knowledge. The second 
classification he points out is by skill area, namely reading, writing, listening, and speaking, 
as well as grammar, vocabulary, and translation strategies. The third classification is in terms 
of function, which provides four strategies: metacognitive, cognitive, social, and affective: 
1. Cognitive strategies consist of the identification, retention, storage, or retrieval of words, 
phrases, and other elements of the second language. 
2. Metacognitive strategies deal with pre-assessment and pre-planning, on-line planning 
and evaluation, and post-evaluation of language learning activities, and language use events. 
Such strategies allow learners to control their own cognition by coordinating the planning, 
organising, and evaluating of the learning process. 
3. Affective strategies serve to regulate emotions, motivation, and attitudes (e.g., strategies 
for reduction of anxiety and for self-encouragement). 
4. Social strategies include the actions which learners choose to take in order to interact 
with other learners and with native speakers (e.g., asking questions for clarification and 
cooperating with others). 
(Cohen 1999: 61-62) 
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Cohen (1999: 61-62) also mentions other specific learning strategies: 
1. Retrieval strategies: used to recover the information learned about in the past.  
2. Rehearsal strategies: used to rehearse structures in the target language. 
3. Cover strategies: used to create the impression of having control of one’s 
information, when they in reality do not, and do not have any intention to learn 
anything or involve themselves in a communicative situation. They are a type of 
compensatory or coping strategies that involve pretending to have knowledge in 
order not to come across as unprepared or foolish. 
4. Communication strategies: used to convey meaningful information that was not 
known to the recipient beforehand. These strategies do not necessarily have much 
impact on learning.  
Anderson (2005: 760) offers another classification of learning strategies into seven 
categories: 
- cognitive strategies (e.g., identifying retention, and storage of learning materials as 
well as retrieval, rehearsal and comprehension), 
- metacognitive strategies (e.g., preparing and planning, identifying, monitoring, 
orchestrating, and evaluating strategy use), 
- mnemonic or memory-related strategies (e.g., memorization strategies), 
- compensatory strategies (e.g., circumlocution strategies such as using a word you 
do know to describe the meaning of a word or phrase you do not know), 
- affective strategies (e.g., strategies for reducing anxiety), 
- social strategies (e.g., strategies for interacting of others), 
- self-motivating strategies (e.g., self-encouragement, relaxation, and meditation, 
eliminating negative influences, creating positive influences). 
Because learners acquire various learning strategies throughout the learning process, they 
also learn when to use which, and how to combine them to be more successful. Anderson 
suggests that it is rare for a learner to use only one strategy, because they relate to each 
other and often overlap, and must be “viewed as a process and not as a single action” 
(Anderson 2005: 757). 
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3.2.2 STRATEGIES-BASED INSTRUCTION 
 
Cohen (1999) talks about the importance of learning strategies for learning a language, and 
discusses the method of strategies-based instruction. He first defines the concept as “a 
learner-centred approach to teaching that focuses on explicit and implicit inclusion of 
language learning and language use strategies in the L2 classroom” (1999: 62). The main 
goal of this approach is to help learners become more successful in learning and using their 
second language. He lists two aims of the concept: 
1. Strategies instruction: to teach learners about the strategies, and how, when, and 
why to use them explicitly. 
2. Strategy integration: to integrate strategies in the learning process seamlessly, to 
provide context for practice and reinforcement of the strategies. 
He also lists guidelines for implementing strategy-based instruction with learners: 
1. Determining the learners' needs and the available resources 
a) eliciting the students' language learning goals. 
b) helping the learners identify their strategy patterns, apply their strategies more 
effectively, and expand their current repertoire in creative ways. 
c) establishing sources of funding for teacher development - e.g. sponsorship by individual 
language programmes or a collaboration among several departments. 
2. Planning the curriculum 
a) determining areas in the curriculum where strategy training could be inserted. 
b) determining the extent to which teachers (1) use preselected strategies, (2) incorporate 
strategies that learners suggest or provide, or (3) combine the two approaches. 
c) checking the fit between the curricular goals and SBI. 
3. Preparing the materials and activities 
a) determining who will develop the instructional materials or if teachers will receive ready-
made materials. 
b) determining the extent to which learners themselves contribute to the development and 
collection of materials. 
c) identifying activities in the current curriculum which can be adapted to include strategies. 
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d) identifying who will supervise and conduct the teacher development workshops and how 
they will be structured. 
4. Evaluating and revising the instruction 
a) determining criteria for evaluating the instruction (e.g., student performance across 
language tasks and skills, students' reactions to the instruction, and teacher feedback). 
b) revising and creating new materials based on the selected evaluation criteria. 
(Cohen 1999: 64-65) 
Cohen (1999: 63) suggests that strategies-based instruction is the most successful in 
teaching language learners about learning strategies, because teachers can guide them 
throughout the whole learning process and provide them with the right materials to 






Tudor discusses the importance of motivation in a classroom, saying that if learners are not 
motivated, “it would be unwise to count on the willing and active commitment to the 
learning process” (1992: 34). He continues to say: 
Motivation can, of course, derive from a variety of sources: the target language (TL) may be 
needed for more or less specific transactional purposes, it may be an enabling factor for 
academic or professional advancement, or it may be related to purely personal interests of 
the individual learner. 
(Tudor 1992: 34-35) 
The author goes on to say that the most important element is “a personal perception of 
need for the TL” (1992: 35), which in turn means the learner is more willing to invest in the 
learning process.  
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However, learners, especially when they are younger, need help getting to the point of 
understanding the meaning of acquiring a new language, and becoming motivated to learn 
it. Harmer (2007: 100-103) explains that teachers have a powerful effect on students’ 
motivation throughout the teaching process, and although that is not their sole 
responsibility, they can encourage and even create it. He also says that teachers should 
build motivation in five stages on the extrinsic motivation that students have when they 
come to class.  These five stages are: 
1. Affect: students will be more motivated when they feel that their teachers have 
their best interest at heart, care about them and respect them, because it will help 
with their self-esteem, and the overall atmosphere of the learning environment. 
2. Achievement: teachers should create a learning environment that is challenging 
for the students, but can also help them overcome the difficulties and reach a true 
sense of achievement that builds their confidence. 
3. Attitude: students need and want teachers who know what they are doing, can 
prove they are capable of teaching them, and have a deep understanding of the 
subject and of what students should do. Being prepared and having enough for 
students to do will help with their motivation as well. 
4. Activities: teachers should know their students’ needs, what types of activities 
they enjoy and feel engaged with. They should observe their classes and prepare 
materials that students will see the point of and like. 
5. Agency: students having agency means they are involved in some of the decision 
making and can take responsibility for their learning. They should not be passive and 
just take in what is given to them, but be engaged in the learning process. 
3.4 TEACHER’S ROLE 
 
Teacher’s role in the student’s active language learning process is of extreme value. Not only 
do they need to plan and carry out their teaching, which is a challenge in itself, they should 
also help and direct their students onto the right path and help them reach an 
understanding of the importance of autonomy.  
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Little indicates that the development of learner autonomy highly depends on the teacher’s 
initiative, because “learners will not develop their capacity for autonomous behaviour 
simply because he tells them to” (Little 1991: 44). He recommends teachers begin with tasks 
“that demonstrate the personal basis of learning”, which will be far more successful in 
encouraging autonomy than simply explaining why is it important for students to be 
autonomous (ibid.: 48). 
Morrison and Navarro talk about how “there is no reason why self-directed language 
learning outside of class cannot co-exist with language teaching during class, as long as 
there are opportunities for disseminating ideas, receiving feedback and offering guidance 
around the out-of-class experience” (Morrison and Navarro 2014: 12). 
Little suggests that teachers should help develop autonomy in their students by interpreting 
the syllabus with them, which will include “a thorough exploration of the aims of the 
syllabus, whether implied or explicit, and of the ways in which the learners can make those 
aims their own” (Little 1991: 44). By knowing and understanding the aims of the learning 
process, students are more involved in the ways in which those aims can be reached as well, 
which in turn not only motivates them, but also encourages them to think critically and 
search for what can help them learn. By teachers encouraging autonomy, students can learn 
how to solve problems on their own, come up with more creative solutions to tackle 
different issues, and become more self-aware and confident, because they have to trust 
their own knowledge and abilities in order to complete tasks. 
Harmer emphasizes the importance of teachers giving the students the correct tasks, based 
on their knowledge and age, making them varied and interesting enough for them to 
complete, and making sure that they, as teachers, are consistent. He goes on to say: 
As teachers, then, it is up to us to encourage students to take charge of their learning by 
guiding them in their choice of work […] and by being available to discuss individual plans of 
study. The most important thing, however, is to be sensitive to their own expectations of 
learning and act accordingly. 
(Harmer 1998: 9) 
Legenhausen points out that the role of the teacher in a class is that of a mediator: 
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In this mediating role [the teacher] has to strike a balance between, on the one hand, ‘letting 
go’ of control, while at the same time guiding learners through the various steps towards 
more autonomy. This implies that [the teacher] is responsible for setting up a learning 
environment in which negotiation can play a crucial role, and in which learners can exercise 
their own choices within the constraints of the curriculum.  
(Legenhausen 2011:386)  
Little (1991: 48) states that the true autonomous language classroom or syllabus will 
encourage students to learn as well as the learning process to unfold through negotiation, 
interaction, and problem-solving, and not by telling and showing. He adds that with these 






Self-assessment is another concept related to the learner-centred approach to teaching. 
McMillan et al. define it as “a process by which students 1) monitor and evaluate the quality 
of their thinking and behaviour when learning and 2) identify strategies that improve their 
understanding and skills” (McMillan et al. 2008: 40). They present it in a form of a cycle, 
meaning the process is never-ending, and every step is related to the previous one and 
leads to the next one. Learners therefore reflect on what and how they learn, evaluate their 
progress based on previously set goals and objectives, and then use that information to 





 Figure 2. Student self-assessment cycle (McMillan et al. 2008: 41) 
 
Dandenault (1997: 4) argues that by involving learners in the assessment process, teachers 
encourage them to take more responsibility for learning, which in turn means that they are 
helping learners become more autonomous. In addition, learners become more aware of 
the learning process, can set their goals more accurately, and can evaluate their progress 
more effectively. 
Nunan (2012: 79) discusses positive outcomes of self-assessment and says it can help 
learners identify their strengths and weaknesses, indicate their proficiency level for 
themselves, their parents and future employees, and develop self-assessment and self-
evaluation skills that can be of benefit in other areas. 
McMillan et al. find self-assessment to have many positive effects as well: 
Correctly implemented, student self-assessment can promote intrinsic motivation, internally 
controlled effort, a mastery goal orientation, and more meaningful learning. Its powerful 
impact on student performance—in both classroom assessments and large-scale 
accountability assessments—empowers students to guide their own learning and internalize 
the criteria for judging success. 
(McMillan et al. 2008: 40) 
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The downside of self-assessment is the difficulty of its implementation. In order for it to be 
effective it needs to be reliable and valid. Supervision of self-assessment is not possible as it 
would be defeating its purpose. Therefore, students need to develop a system on their own. 
The teacher’s role in the implementation of self-assessment is to guide them through the 

























4. TECHNOLOGY IN TEACHING EFL/ESL 
 
Technology plays a major role in all aspects of life, including pedagogy. The incorporation of 
technology into the teaching and learning process was inevitable as the progression of 
computer technologies sped up and the nature of pedagogy is such that it is always 
advancing. It has helped teachers of English modernize the process of teaching which 
consequently made the lessons more motivating for students.  
Chun and Smith (2016: 70) suggest the teacher pose themselves four heuristic questions to 
help them plan and execute the teaching process where technology is present: 
1. What learning goals do I have for my students? 
- such as literacy, and consequently the types of literacy present online that differ 
from the traditional, learners creating text, visuals, audio and video products, and 
encouraging the development of critical thinking when researching. 
2. What language, culture, and instructional resources do I have available? 
- teachers can and should use traditional sources in combination with newer 
resources, and stay open and flexible, while still critical towards them, as well as be 
aware of how they influence the designing of communicative tasks. 
3. How can these resources be used and combined most effectively to serve the 
established learning goals? 
- decisions on the usage and combinations largely depend on the set goals, the 
teacher and their students themselves, as well as the understanding of pros and cons 
of each resource and the possible combinations. 
4. How will I assess how effective students’ use of these resources is in their 
attainment of the established learning goals?  
- assessing the process depends on what possibilities the digital tools offer, what 
students’ experience and expectations are, the environment the language learning is 





4.1 COMPUTER-ASSISTED LANGUAGE LEARNING (CALL) 
 
Using computers and the internet is normal for the current generation of students, because 
they grew up with technology already existing. Schools now rely on it increasingly, because 
it allows for more variety and it attracts students’ attention, since they enjoy using it and 
find audio recordings, pictures, articles and videos far more appealing than most 
coursebooks. As Chun (2011: 663) states: “CALL is not a methodology; it is an emerging field 
that studies how technology is used as one (of many) tool(s) for language learning.” It is 
complex and has a variety of sub-fields that rely on different software and hardware tools, 
but can also just mean exploiting what is already offered online, which is even more 
authentic and accessible. 
Hubbard (2009: 2) considers what it means to improve one’s language, and provides a list of 
ways in which using CALL can improve students’ language or the circumstances of the 
learning process, while keeping in mind the fact that improper use of any tools and 
materials can have the opposite effect: 
- efficiency: learners are able to pick up language knowledge or skills faster or with 
less effort; 
- learning effectiveness: learners retain language knowledge or skills longer, make 
deeper associations, and/or learn more of what they need; 
- access: learners can get materials or experience interactions that would otherwise 
be difficult or impossible to get or do; 
- convenience: learners can study and practice with equal effectiveness across a 
wider range of times and places; 
- motivation: learners enjoy the language learning process more and thus engage 
more fully; 
- institutional efficiency: learners require less teacher time or fewer or less 
expensive resources. 
Computers can help teachers who want to create more open-ended materials, as this is how 
they can be easily created or adapted to work for any proficiency level. Beatty adds that 
“[...] most CALL materials, regardless of their design, allow for endless revisiting that can 
29 
 
help learners review those parts for which they want or require more practice” (2010: 12). 
Learners can not only work at their own speed, but also have an option of returning to the 
areas they are having trouble with and going over them as many times as they need to. 
Besides consolidating and revising the knowledge, they can also develop more autonomous 
behaviour, because they take responsibility for moving forward in the process. 
Furthermore, designing appropriate materials is crucial in preventing the learners from 
wandering online and not focusing on their work. Content should be varied, tasks should be 
authentic and attractive, and collaboration should be encouraged. Warschauer suggests 
that: 
Internet-based activities should be complex enough to allow for the kinds of interaction, 
collaboration, and autonomous decision-making that are well-supported by the medium. 
The activities should also be sufficiently structured to allow learners to achieve objectives 
without floundering or getting lost. 
(Warschauer 2001: 209) 
Students should learn through projects and long-term activities, where they get to research 
topics, discover new information, interact with each other, write about their findings, 
develop ideas, and think critically. Warschauer (2001: 209) also indicates that online 
environment is extremely fitting for “a structured, project-based approach”, where students 
can collaborate and deal with more difficult activities throughout a course. However, he 
does emphasize that “appropriate scaffolding from the teacher or from other sources 
(including online resources)” is still important, even more so in this context. 
Mutlu and Eroz-Tuga (2013) conducted a research study that would answer their questions 
about computer-assisted language learning in connection to developing learner autonomy. 
They discovered (2013: 218) that the students involved in the research improved their 
language learning strategies, were more motivated, became more independent throughout 
the process, and found their own learning methods. With the help of their teacher, they 





5. DISTANCE TEACHING AND LEARNING 
   
There are many reasons why certain university programs, schools, and other forms of 
formal and informal education decide for distance learning. Some of the reasons include 
convenience of learning and teaching from home for financial reasons, more efficient use of 
time, and advantages of including ICT in the learning process. 
However, as we were able to observe this year, it is not impossible for the entire world to 
change the school system in a matter of days. With the speed at which the coronavirus or 
COVID-19 was spreading, countries were forced to drastically adjust manners of teaching we 
were used to prior to the world pandemic. In just a few days, schools were ordered to move 
their teaching processes online, most having no experience in distance teaching. And an 
even greater obstacle was distance learning - how the students would adjust, and not only 
work on the school matters at home, but learn new materials on their own. For that reason, 
we decided to research how teachers encouraged the development of learner autonomy in 
these circumstances, to help learners take away as much as possible, and how the students 
performed. 
Distance teaching and learning is a specific and complex form of educational process. It 
differs from traditional Slovenian school programs in curriculum, planning, methodology of 
teaching, strategies for learning, preparing materials for the learners, observing the 
progress, and adapting to changes.  
White wrote about how “[t]hese changes require distance language teachers to not only 
develop new teaching practices in new mediums but to undergo a shift in their identity as 
language teachers and their understanding of language teaching and learning activities” 






5.1 DISTANCE TEACHING 
 
Not only is it difficult for teachers to create a universal timeline of the course on its own, it is 
even harder to do so when they are not in direct contact with students, since they must first 
know and understand them to then design quality materials and course plans. As Doughty 
and Long suggest: 
To be effective, distance language programs, like any other language courses, must be 
carefully planned on the basis of a clear understanding of learner needs, since the 
appropriate technology for the delivery of such courses can only be selected once these 
elements are understood in detail. 
(Doughty and Long 2003: 51) 
According to Anderson and Garrison (1998: 7), for the teacher to evaluate the level of 
students’ comprehension, to decide on the approaches that the learners would benefit from 
the most, to encourage self-awareness while learning, and for the teacher to recognize the 
lack of knowledge, communication between learner and teacher is crucial. It is so not only in 
the classroom, but also, or even more so, in the context of distance learning. It is complex 
for a teacher to assess their students’ progress when they are not face-to-face or at least in 
contact every day. 
Distance teaching makes it difficult for the process to unfold as planned, if there is less, or 
even no chance for meaningful communication between the student and the teacher. Errors 
should be explained, questions asked and answered, and meanings discussed. Furthermore, 
knowledge should be consolidated. We often witness teaching as merely offering 
information “without considering the process of constructing meaningful and worthwhile 
knowledge,” whereas the communication should help with “the construction and 
negotiation of meaning” (ibid.: 3). 
Collins agrees, saying that successful distance language learning calls for “a socially-oriented 
kind of autonomy development, as well as a human-mediated kind of online activity,” 
because autonomy, as well as distance learning, depend upon “the quality of human 
interaction” (Collins 2008: 548). 
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5.2 DISTANCE LEARNING 
 
Students in primary schools, especially younger students, do not yet have the knowledge 
and experience that could result in effective and successful individual learning, which is why 
the quality of their learning process depends on the instructions they receive. It is important 
to acknowledge that the learning process involves much more than just the content or the 
materials, but also the questions of ‘how’ and ‘why’.  
These aspects need to be acquired by the learners individually. This, however, does not 
exclude the role of teachers. In order for learners to develop autonomy “tasks which are 
carried out in class need to demonstrate principles about managing learning which can be 
exploited by learners when they are learning independently” (Reinders and Cotterall 2001: 
89). 
For successful learning in general, but specifically distance learning, students must take 
responsibility for their learning process to some extent. Scharle and Szabo (2000: 3) say they 
do not see responsible learners as role models, teacher’s pets, necessarily preferring group 
work, or doing everything they are supposed to. The authors define autonomous students in 
three points and say that they are the ones who: 
- accept the idea that their own efforts are crucial to progress in learning, and behave 
accordingly, 
- are willing to cooperate with the teacher and others in the learning group for everyone’s 
benefit, 
- and consciously monitor their own progress, and make an effort to use available 
opportunities to their benefit, including classroom activities and homework. 







5.3 THE CONTEXT OF THE PANDEMIC 
 
Using computers to learn and work is now common in Slovenia. However, the shift that 
happened at the beginning of this year was a shock for most people – the majority of 
employees and students had to now transfer their work and studies online. Even though we 
might be accustomed to using these tools in addition to traditional ways of studying and 
working, depending on them for everything to do with work and school is a new concept for 
a lot of us, especially young learners. 
Although a lot of research has been done in the field of distance teaching and learning that 
can help with understanding how it should be carried out, this year’s situation has been very 
specific. What must be taken into account is the fact that this is not a conventional case of 
distance teaching or learning. In distance learning, teachers undergo training, or gain 
experience over time, but are rarely asked to go from one approach to another in a manner 
of days. At the beginning of this year, teachers were asked to adapt their teaching process 
and plans, to find ways that their teaching can be transferred online. Not only is it hard to 
adapt the materials that were prepared in advance, and to try and find ways to present new 
topics to learners that still need a lot of guidance, it is also particularly challenging to 
observe and track learners’ improvements and struggles. Doughty and Long emphasized 
that the teacher, usually “the most reliable source on local circumstances,” as well as the 
person “who can best make decision as a lesson unfolds,” and “a major source of native L2 
input and feedback on error” is in this context away from learners, and cannot oversee the 
educational process that is supposed to unfold (Doughty and Long. 2003: 53). 
Furthermore, because teachers were given a lot of autonomy in how they could conduct 
their classes, and since it was not established how the teaching and learning process should 
unfold, there were a lot of differences between classes and schools in how their studies 






6. ENCOURAGING AUTONOMY IN DISTANCE LEARNING 
 
Although individual learning should not be confused with autonomous learning, in the 
context of this year’s issues, they are closely connected. 
According to Liu, modern technologies are important in effectively learning English, but are 
of no help if students are not learning autonomously, which is “one of the most vital 
factors” in successful language learning (Liu 2014: 8). 
Jacobs and Hui Shan (2015: 2-4) suggest that when the learning process is student-cantered, 
learners can actively help create their own “learning environments”, take responsibility for 
their learning, and develop autonomy. The teacher should merely be a facilitator that guides 
the learner towards knowledge. Not only does that raise learners’ motivation and 
confidence in the foreign language, it helps students become more aware of the language 
and the learning process, and more independent from the teacher. 
Since distance teaching presents a number of issues, mainly because of lack of regular 
contact, a good way to approach them would be encouraging a certain level of autonomy in 
students. In the context of this year’s issues, the majority of learners were presented with 
pre-planned materials that they were supposed to cover, but rarely got to choose the 
materials, set their own goals, help with the methods used, or evaluate their own progress. 
As Murphy put it:  
Distance learners are often assumed to be learning autonomously because they control a 
number of aspects of their learning, such as the time, the pace, what to study and when to 
study, but they do not necessarily take responsibility for setting goals, planning or evaluating 
learning. 
(Murphy 2007: 74) 
Developing autonomy would be beneficial in any learning context, and an unexpected shift 
to distance learning makes that even more apparent. Although schools tried their best to 
adjust the school year’s curriculum to accommodate the gaps in knowledge, a lot of weight 
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was placed on students to do the best they can to prevent larger gaps from happening. Hurd 
et al. suggest that: 
[t]he distance learner, particularly if she or he has little contact with a teacher, must not only 
find out by trial and error which strategies seem to work, but also learn the skill of assessing 
personal learning needs, including strengths and weaknesses, and have some idea of how to 
address them and monitor progress. In order to develop these skills, learners need to be 
self-aware and knowledgeable about their own perceptions, attitudes and abilities. 
(Hurd et al. 2001: 343) 
Self-awareness is necessary in any learning context, let alone in the context of distance 
language learning. White (2004: 1) indicates that “the ability of each learner to identify, 
participate in and manage learning experiences, which match their individual learning 
needs, is essential to fully benefit from the opportunities available in distance learning.” 
Paying attention to the learning process, understanding what one’s strengths and 
weaknesses are, what is missing and what would be beneficial to add is not an easy task, 
especially for a primary school student, and teachers should help guiding and encouraging 
students to develop the right strategies to become more autonomous.  
What White discovered after conducting a longitudinal study about distance education, is 
also true for students having to study from home during the Coronavirus pandemic. Namely: 
“The process of distance language learning was seen as a matter of learners making a bridge 
between their needs, preferences, prior experiences, skills and beliefs and the particular 
features of the distance learning context” (ibid.). Although learners in her study were at the 
university level, the situation is similar, or perhaps even more challenging for primary school 
learners, since they lack the experience and the awareness to understand the process of 
language learning, let alone distance language learning. 
Collins (2008: 535) points out that development of autonomy is closely connected to online 
communication, which should be relevant and useful, as well as to social interactions, which 
help with the development of cognitive complexity, and to collaboration rather than 
independent studying. Not only should teachers often interact with their learners about 
their progress and materials, they should also provide them with tasks that encourage 
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teamwork. Furthermore, they should design activities that call for autonomous learning and 
promote students discovering the best techniques and strategies for doing so. And although 
tracking students’ progress is demanding in distance teaching and learning, Collins points 
out that communication, again, is key, saying that “[r]elating autonomy to discourse is very 
important, especially in online educational contexts, because it is mainly through students’ 
discourse that we are able to observe patterns of autonomy development” (Collins 2008: 
536).  
As Beatty (2010: 51-52) points out, it is becoming more and more critical for schools to help 
students learn autonomously outside of the classroom. Learners should not only be given 
information and facts, but rather tools to build upon that knowledge on their own. Teachers 
should help students grow and improve knowledge-wise, as well as in critical thinking, 
learning strategies, and methods for learning on their own. He believes that computer-
assisted language learning offers a large variety of resources, ways of accessing that 
information, and the possibility of multiple media through which information can be given. 
Not only is it far more interesting for younger students to learn through various methods of 
presentation, which increases their motivation for learning, it also provides them with more 
authentic input. Mutlu and Eroz-Tuga (2013) agree, saying that: 
[c]omputer and Internet technology seems to encourage learner autonomy by allowing 
students to choose the time, place, and circumstances that are conducive to their learning. 
Additionally, computers and the Internet can raise learners’ levels of motivation in language 
education by offering topics that are of interest to the learners and by introducing diversity 
of study methods inside and outside the classroom. 









The purpose of the research was to explore how learner autonomy was manifested during 
the time of the pandemic, where the learning process had to be moved online. The aim of 
the research was to prove that autonomous learning plays a major role in the effectiveness 
of the learning process. Another aim was to establish how the teachers in primary schools 
encourage the development of learner autonomy and how this benefitted the students’ 
learning process during the pandemic.  
Hypotheses: 
1. Teachers in primary schools use many ‘tools’ for the encouragement of learner 
autonomy (i.e. motivation, self-evaluation, decision-making, collaborative learning 
etc.)  
2. Teachers in primary schools are confident in knowing that their students acquired 
enough learner autonomy during the school year (as well as in previous years) that 
the distance learning process during the pandemic is effective.  
3. The activities (that the teachers provide during the pandemic) contribute towards 
the development of learner autonomy.  
4. During the pandemic students acquired new learning strategies, motivational tools 
and other competences which made them more autonomous learners.  
5. Students feel more confident in their learning abilities after experiencing distant 
learning and are more aware of their learning strategies, the importance of self-
evaluation etc.  
These hypotheses were confirmed or rejected by means of qualitative and quantitative 
research. The basis for the qualitative research was the interviews conducted with 9 primary 
school teachers. We also designed a questionnaire for the students which was the basis for 
the quantitative research, in which 132 students took part. Both were conducted in Slovene, 
and the results were then translated for the purpose of the research. The original interview 




1. PART 1: INTERVIEW 
 
For the first part of the research we conducted 9 interviews with teachers in primary 
schools. Teachers came from different primary schools in Ljubljana and the near 
surroundings. The interviews took place from 23 June to 2 July 2020. They were conducted 
in Slovene and the answers were then translated into English for the purpose of the analysis 
of the research. The purpose of this part of the research was not to generalize their answers 
but rather to explore the many ways of how teachers can help students develop autonomy 
and how this was affected by distance learning during this year’s pandemic. 
 
 
1.1  QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 
 
1. How do you define learner autonomy? 
The majority of teachers (7) connected the term with independent learning. Other terms 
mentioned in the interviews were responsibility (2), self-reflection and a realistic 
representation of one’s achievement (2), self-initiative (2), freedom (2), organization of time 
and place of study (2), active studying (2), creativity, maturity, being able to find resources, 
planning, setting goals and self-regulation.  
 
 
2. Do you think autonomous learning is important for successful learning? How much 
time do you spend encouraging it? Do you think it develops on its own? 
All teachers believe that autonomous learning is crucial for successful learning and that it 
needs to be developed gradually. Teachers have a major role in the process.  One teacher 
stressed the importance of the development of work and learning habits, and that they 
need to conceptualise the content. The teacher has discussions with the learners about the 
content, their goals and previous knowledge. Another teacher mentioned that learners need 
to be taught how to learn and take responsibility for their learning. Three teachers said they 
39 
 
give their students questionnaires – one for self-assessment, two for learning styles. Two 
teachers said that encouraging learner autonomy is integrated in the lessons (learners are 
given a choice over the materials, discussions on how to go about a certain problem). One 
teacher said they instruct their students to find resources as homework twice a month.  
Two teachers said that learners nowadays lack independence and two teachers said that 
this also depends on the age group.  
 
 
3. Do you present different learning strategies during your lessons? In what way? 
How often?   
 All teachers said they present several strategies on how to learn particular language items 
and gave examples; 
- Irregular verbs: setting a timeline, flashcards, tables (black/coloured), recording and 
listening.  
- Vocabulary: brainstorming, made-up words, games, flashcards, vocabulary 
notebook, using different colour pencils, using different resources (dictionary, 
coursebook, Wikipedia, mobile phone.) 
- Reading comprehension: instructions such as “try to extract only the main message.” 
Two teachers said they present their personal way of learning as an example. Some teachers 
said they have discussions during lessons where the students share their learning habits and 
teach others. One teacher also includes physical activity as a strategy for better 
concentration. One teacher also said that they explain why it is important to vocalize when 
learning new vocabulary. The majority of teachers said this type of instruction is spread 
throughout the year, while one said they present these learning strategies at the beginning 





4. How do you motivate your students? Can you give an example of an activity?   
  Praise was one of the most common motivators used by teachers (4). It was accompanied 
by other suggestions as this is one of the key aspects of teaching. Most teachers said that 
interesting activities are what motivates the students the most and gave some examples: 
games, pictures, audio materials, theatre plays, Kahoot quizzes, interactive exercises, 
reading tea parties, travel agency. Two teachers said that they sometimes let the students 
choose the materials or content, while others said that they allow students to talk about 
themselves, their experiences and opinions. One teacher stressed that it is important to 
connect the content with real life and thus incorporates the functional spectre. Two 
teachers said that classroom atmosphere and the teacher-student relationships are also 
important. One teacher said that it is essential to explain the subject well and make sure the 
students understand it. Three teachers talked about feedback and encouragement as 
motivators. One teacher mentioned they always set expectations and thus the students 
know exactly what they need to do. Others also talked about the importance of 
incorporating humour and groupwork in the lessons as well as challenging the students. 
 
 
5. Do you ever adjust the content of the lessons to your students? How? Do you 
discuss it with them?  
All teachers use coursebooks as a framework, adjusting it according to the needs and 
preferences of the students as well as their own teaching styles. The national syllabus allows 
for enough teacher autonomy. Five teachers said that students are allowed to choose their 
own topics for class presentations, reading materials (books, comics), sometimes even 
homework. Two teachers said they know which topics work from experience, two said they 
have a discussion at the end of each school year about the content and then make 
appropriate adjustments for the next generation. Three teachers said they listen for 
suggestions throughout the year and encourage students’ cooperation. One teacher said 
they often personalise their lessons and encourage creativity. One teacher presented a 
project where students were asked to come up with an imaginary character which 
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accompanied them throughout the year, the next year they would even have an imaginary 
town.  
Two teachers are against personalization and inclusion of students in the discussion on the 
contents. The arguments presented were that they are too young to know what they need 
to learn and the other said letting them express opinions too much makes it more difficult 
to maintain authority. 
 
 
6. How often do your students learn collaboratively, i.e. group or project work? Does 
this depend on the age group? 
Two teachers said they only allow pair work. Reasons against group work include not being 
able to see each individual’s work, many students prefer to work individually and it requires 
a lot of good organization and preparation.  
Four teachers said they often organize groupwork as students enjoy it, some even said it 
motivates them. Three teachers said they also carry out project work. Four teachers assess 
group of project work, two do not. 
Five teachers said that group or project work is not dependent on age group, two said it is, 
and that it is easier to include project work with older students. 
 
 
7. Do you think your students are responsible for their own learning? How is the 
development of responsibility dependent on their parents? Is it also dependent on 
the age group? 
 Teachers were reluctant to give a yes or no answer as they agreed that each student is 
different, and could not generalize. They did, however, mostly agree (6) that parents are a 
great influence on their children’s learning habits. Four teachers said that students who 
have their parents’ support develop responsibility quicker. Two did not agree. One said this 
sometimes even has a counter effect - too much parent interference leads to students never 
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developing independence. One teacher said their students are mostly responsible for their 
own learning. Two teachers agreed that with each generation, students are becoming less 
independent, one even said they lack self-criticism and responsibility for their achievement 
(i.e. they are never responsible for their failures). Two teachers said that the development 
of responsibility is dependent on age group, one said the main factor is the approach their 
parents take, i.e. the amount of control they have over the students’ schoolwork (complete 
control or only guidance), and what their mindset is like – whether they think schoolwork is 
important or not.  
 
 
8. How do you encourage self-assessment?  
Most teachers (5) use the coursebook’s self-assessment page but many think it is not 
conducive. They said students cannot approach it objectively, and that they lack self-
reflection. Many teachers invented their own approaches to self-assessment; 
- Handouts with a self-assessment check, which requires a parent’s signature.  
- Coloured cards: Green (I know this well), yellow (I need to improve this), and red (I 
do not know this). They hold each card up and then students raise their hands. The 
teacher noticed this is not the best option. 
- Tests: After completing the test, students put a score they think they got.  
 
 
9. How did you adjust the aforementioned activities to distance teaching? 
The teachers discussed the scope of content they were able to teach from a distance 
lessened significantly. They had to be more selective when choosing exercises. The change 
was very sudden and stressful. Opinions whether distant teaching was successful or not 




10. Did you have videoconferences with your students? How often? 
Almost all teachers (8) had videoconferences with their students, once a week (6) or once 
every two weeks (2). Most (5) used it for explanations and rated them as very helpful. Two 
teachers did not agree, they said their students did not cooperate and therefore the classes 
were not successful. One teacher came up with a solution for this and divided the class in 
half so they only had ten students in one meeting. One teacher did not use 
videoconferences for classes, but only for oral examination.  
 
 
11. How were the instructions changed in distance teaching? How often were you in 
contact with your students? 
Teachers mostly talked about how detailed the instructions had to be, they were usually 
divided into steps. Most teachers sent the instructions either once a week or according to 
their normal schedule. Three teachers gave the instructions only in Slovene, the others used 
both or varied them according to age group (8th and 9th grade in English). One teacher wrote 
instructions in form of a letter, including a greeting and made it more personal. All teachers 
said they were constantly in contact with their students as well as parents.  
 
 
12. Did you have individual lessons with your students? How many and why? 
Four teachers said they carried out individual lessons with students who had them before 
the pandemic. Teachers used various tools such as mobile phones, WebEx, Zoom and Viber 
to reach these students. They also mentioned that some students required individual 
lessons, these were students who needed extra help, had a negative grade, foreigners, and 
students with health issues. Two teachers said they did not have any individual lessons. Two 





13. How were particular parts of the lesson organized?  
a) Student-student interaction 
Five teachers said student-student interaction was not possible in distant learning. Three 
said they mostly used chatrooms in which they were able to communicate during and after 
videoconferences. Three teachers also came up with exercises with which they encouraged 
interaction such as; “call a friend and write a dialogue together”, a fortune-telling exercise, 
interviews with parents, and groupwork. 
 
b) Feedback 
All teachers gave their students individual feedback via e-mails. Most (5) also mentioned 
collective feedback either via Zoom or WebEx. Three teachers also worked with live 
worksheets, interactive exercises or Kahoot, which allow for instant feedback for the 
students as well as teachers.  
 
c) Teaching the four skills (speaking, listening, reading, writing) 
   Eight teachers reported that speaking skills were neglected in distance teaching. Some (3) 
said that they were only practiced at videoconferences or with homework exercises such as 
“describe your day to your parents”. This, however, could not be checked. They said other 
skills were prioritized, mostly reading and writing. One teacher said all four skills were 
taught, but reading was emphasized. One teacher said they encouraged them to watch 
movies and TV-shows in English so as to ensure language input.  
 
d) Assessment  
Two teachers said they carried out written and oral exams. Five said they only had oral 
examinations and one said they only had written exams. One teacher did not assess their 
students while distance teaching, but did that when they returned to classrooms. Most 
teachers only assessed knowledge learned before distance learning, while two said they 
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tested everything. Written exams were conducted via quizzes or written compositions, oral 
exams were mostly on videoconferences either individually or in small groups.  
 
 
14. Did you notice any change in motivation while distance teaching? Did you have to 
do more activities to improve motivation? 
 Most teachers reported that motivation levels depended on each student differently. 
Students who were ambitious and had good learning habits were better motivated and 
benefitted from distance learning greatly. They learned a lot about themselves and showed 
great progress. The students even said it was easier for them because they could organize 
their time better and finished their schoolwork faster than they would at school. One 
teacher said she was positively surprised over the responsibility some students showed 
while distance learning. On the other hand, teachers reported that some students did not 
respond at all during the period of distance learning. One teacher said they noticed a 
general drop in motivation. Some teachers suggested solutions to improving motivation 
while distance teaching; dealing with interesting and trending topics (i.e. Greta Thunberg), 
fun exercises, a variety of online resources such as interactive coursebooks and exercises, 
BBC Kids, iSL Collective. One teacher noticed that students enjoy working with computers 
but it makes it harder to maintain discipline. One teacher mentioned this pandemic exposed 
the need for mixed-ability classes.  
 
 
15. Do you notice any change in progress while distance learning? (not necessarily 
grades, but in general; cooperation, knowledge seen when checking students’ 
homework? 
Teachers reported that generalizations could not be made as some students improved 
greatly while others experienced a decline in knowledge. Final grades did not change as 
much due to ‘friendly’ grading and are not representative of the acquired knowledge. The 
gap between better students and those who struggled became even greater due to distance 
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learning and most said they were lucky that the students were able to come back to school 
where they could observe the students better and assess their knowledge properly. Most 
teachers (5) said they had to reduce the amount of content they would normally teach. One 
teacher said they managed to teach key points, and one said the students got the 
opportunity to improve their writing skills and used it well. They also mentioned that they 
could not control whether the students did their work on their own.  
 
 
16. Which factors do you think contributed to un/successful distance learning? 
(parents/home environment, lack of socialization, loneliness, stress, technology, 
age group) 
Almost all teachers (8) agreed that home environment was the main factor that contributed 
to successful distance learning. The role of parents was especially important with younger 
students who needed their help with technology. What was also important were the 
parents’ values which are reflected in the motivation of the students. All teachers said 
technology was a factor not only for the students but also for teachers themselves. This 
aspect was new for everyone. Eight teachers agreed that age group is also a factor. 
However, many said this is only due to older students being more independent on the 
computer. The opinion on the lack of socialization was split, but most of them said that only 
the younger students missed school and that they were still socializing throughout the 
pandemic. Teachers reported that students were less stressed during the pandemic, which 
was also due to the absence exams and that this wasn’t a factor contributing to the learning 
process. They did, however, mention that students who were stressed were foreigners and 
students suffering from domestic abuse.  
Teachers also suggested other factors worth considering such as the fact that nobody was 
prepared for distance learning or teaching, the quality of materials and explanations, the 
student-teacher connections and connections among the classmates themselves, self-
discipline, social background, motivation, personal characteristics and working habits 
(organizational skills).  
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2. PART 2: QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
 
For the second part of the research we designed an online questionnaire for primary school 
students from grades 5 to 9 (aged 10 to 14). The questionnaire was created in Slovene and 
translated for the purpose of the research. The questionnaire was filled out by 132 students. 
5 students were from grade 5, 43 students were from grade 6, 16 students were from grade 
7, 52 students were from grade 8, and 16 students were from grade 9. 
 
 























2.1 QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 
 
1. For each statement decide what best describes you. 
1 not true for me at all    
2 mostly not true for me 
3 partially true for me 
4 mostly true for me 
5 completely true for me  
 
a) I like learning English. 
not true at all mostly not true partially true mostly true completely true 
4 16 30 46 35 
 
 
b) I think English is a useful subject. 
not true at all mostly not true partially true mostly true completely true 
3 1 9 28 90 
 
 
c) I always organize my space when I learn. 
not true at all mostly not true partially true mostly true completely true 






d) I make sure I have enough time to learn. 
not true at all mostly not true partially true mostly true completely true 
5 14 39 54 18 
 
 
e) It is important where and when I study. 
not true at all mostly not true partially true mostly true completely true 
6 13 31 39 41 
 
 
f) It is important that I understand the topic. 
not true at all mostly not true partially true mostly true completely true 
2 0 8 27 94 
 
 
g) Before I start studying, I always set a goal (of what I have to learn). 
not true at all mostly not true partially true mostly true completely true 
7 16 34 42 32 
 
 
h) I think I learn a lot by doing homework. 
not true at all mostly not true partially true mostly true completely true 





i) If I study in a proper way, I can learn anything. 
not true at all mostly not true partially true mostly true completely true 




2. If I find any exercise difficult, I first… 
a) Try to do it myself 
b) Ask my parents 
c) Ask my teacher 
d) Ask my classmates 
e) Other  
This was a multiple-choice question, with the option of adding a different answer. 
The majority of students, 66, answered that they try to do it by themselves, 49 students ask 
their parents for help, 29 students ask their teacher, and 40 students ask their classmates. 
Students also added their own answers. 4 students ask their sibling, 2 try doing it by 
themselves and then ask their teacher, 3 leave it blank, 2 say they understand everything, 
and the rest say they do most of the above mentioned, check the internet, books and other 





Chart 2 Solutions to Difficult Exercises 
 
 
3. My preferred way of working at school. 
This was a multiple-choice question. 
53 students said they prefer working in pairs, which was the majority of answers, 45 said 
they prefer to work by themselves, and 30 prefer working in groups. 
 
 



















4. I learn best from... 
a) My own notes 
b) The coursebook 
c) By doing exercises 
d) Other 
84 students said they learn best from their own notes, 57 students prefer learning from 
coursebooks, and 41 students learn best by doing exercises. Others answered that they like 
listening to teacher’s explanation, and using the internet. 
 
Chart 4 Best Resources to Learn from 
 
5. I use various learning strategies. 
90 students, which counts for 71 % of answers, said they do use different learning 












Chart 5 Using Learning Strategies 
 
 
6. Which ones? 
35 students said they mostly repeat out loud, 32 students underline important parts, 16 
students make notes, 10 students colour-code their notes, 7 students rewrite their notes, 7 
students like reading best, 6 students mostly do exercises, 3 students create mind maps, 3 
students pretend they are a teacher and explain, and 2 students said they repeat out loud 




7. I always do a self-evaluation before a written or oral examination.  
93 students, or 77 % of those who answered, said they do self-evaluate before an 













8. If yes, how? 
In order to self-evaluate, 21 students do exercises, 19 students test themselves by asking 
themselves questions or answering questions given in a pre-test or the coursebook, 15 
students re-read their notes or the coursebook, 10 students said they parents test them, 10 
students said their friends or classmates test them, 4 students say they read their notes out 
loud, 3 students said they do the pre-test, 2 students said they create their own test, and 











9. For each statement decide what best describes you. 
1 not true for me at all    
2 mostly not true for me 
3 partially true for me 
4 mostly true for me 
5 completely true for me 
 
a) Technology is not an issue for me while distance learning. 
not true at all mostly not true partially true mostly true completely true 
5 8 12 39 51 
 
 
b) Distance learning is more interesting because I am working with a computer. 
not true at all mostly not true partially true mostly true completely true 
17 21 31 24 23 
 
 
c) Distance learning taught me about my learning styles. 
not true at all mostly not true partially true mostly true completely true 







d) Due to distance learning I developed new learning strategies. 
not true at all mostly not true partially true mostly true completely true 
15 20 35 28 17 
 
 
e) While distance learning I self-evaluated more frequently. 
not true at all mostly not true partially true mostly true completely true 




10. Was distance learning easier or more difficult than regular school? 
57 students, which counts for 50 % of all answers, said they found distance learning more 
difficult, 38 students, or 33 % of the answers, said they found distance learning easier, and 
19 students, or 17 % of the answers, found distance learning to be at the same level of 
difficulty. 
 








51 students said that the reason they found distance learning more difficult was that there 
was no explanation, 3 students said that the workload was heavier, 3 students said that it 
was more difficult because they were not able to ask any questions, 2 said that it was due to 
no contact with the teacher, and others said they found it hard to organize their time, the 
instructions were unclear and insufficient, the atmosphere was unpleasant, they were not 
motivated, the organization was poor, or they did not have access to a computer and the 
internet. 
12 students said they found distance learning easier because they were able to organize 
their time, 7 students said that they found it to be less stressful because the examinations 
were not as difficult, or even non-existent, 5 students said that the workload was lighter, 4 
students said that it was easier because they were able to work independently, 4 students 
said they enjoyed working at their own pace, 2 students said they found it easier to study 
because it was calmer than in the classroom, and other students said that they were able to 
understand better, and that it was more interesting. 
 
 
12. Distance learning had various forms... 
This was a multiple-choice question, with the possibility of adding your own answer. 
91 students said that they used e-classrooms, 82 students said they had videoconferences, 
47 students said their teachers recorded their explanations and sent them to the students, 
28 students said they did project work, 22 students said they played interactive games, 19 
students said they used chatrooms, and other students answered they received written 
instructions without any contact with the teacher, written instructions for the whole week, 
had conversations on various apps and via e-mail, used interactive coursebooks, and used 




Chart 8 Forms of Distance Learning 
 
 
13. What was the explanation like during distance learning? 
46 students said they mostly used coursebooks for explanations, 34 students said they were 
sent filmed explanations, 25 students said they received written explanations, 6 students 
said they received exercises only, 4 students said they had videoconferences for 
explanations, 3 students said they used the internet, and one said they used interactive 
materials. 5 students said they got no explanations, one student said that the explanations 
were great, 9 students said that the explanations were fine, and 5 students said that the 
























After conducting a research in two parts, the interviews and the questionnaire, we can 
discuss the hypotheses and analyze whether they are confirmed, partly confirmed or 
rejected.  
 
1. Teachers in primary schools use many ‘tools’ for the encouragement of learner 
autonomy (i.e. motivation, self-evaluation, decision-making, collaborative learning etc.)  
The first hypothesis is confirmed. Answers to questions 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 8 in the interview 
show that teachers have a clear idea of what learner autonomy is and how to encourage it. 
The majority of teachers were able to associate the term learner autonomy with at least 
two or three terms discussed in the theoretical part of the thesis. Most of them mentioned 
independent learning which is the key aspect of autonomous learning. All teachers also 
agreed that they play a vital role in the development of learner autonomy and that it does 
not develop on its own. They suggested a plethora of activities and tools they use on a daily 
basis which help students take control of their learning. Especially important are the 
motivational tools and learning strategies for which they spent the most time during the 
lessons and are integrated in the lessons themselves. According to their answers we can 
conclude that the interviewed teachers often let their students decide on the content of 
their learning material, especially for various projects or presentations. Although not all 
teachers are in favour of collaborative learning, those who do practice it say it is very 






2. Teachers in primary schools are confident in knowing that their students acquired 
enough learner autonomy during the school year (as well as in previous years) that the 
distance learning process during the pandemic is effective.  
This hypothesis is only partially confirmed. The opinions of the interviewed teachers were 
split on this decision. Teachers said that students differ in how autonomous they are and 
that in general, those who had established good learning habits beforehand were more 
successful. However, there are still exceptions to this rule. Some students who struggled at 
school were now more organized and learned better this way. Others who were considered 
‘good’ students before, now lost motivation or interest in learning. Teachers said some 
students benefitted from distance learning while others were lost. We conclude that each 
student is different and that we cannot generalize such a statement to a clear decision.  
 
3. The activities (that the teachers provided during the pandemic) work positively 
towards the development of learner autonomy.  
This hypothesis is rejected. Teachers reported that due to the change to distance learning 
being so sudden and the lack of preparation for it, the scope of the normal workload was 
lessened by a third. They had to change their teaching style in a matter of days and make 
several adjustments. The primary focus was not to encourage learner autonomy but to 
reach as many students as possible and make the learning process attainable. There are, 
however, some exceptions; several teachers reported that as they were able to continue the 
lessons either via videoconferences or other mediums, they of course tried to provide 
quality materials as well as explanation, motivational tools and self-assessment options to 
ensure a development of successful autonomous learning. The most important aspects were 
explanations and materials. Teachers reported that technology played a major role in 
distance learning because students generally enjoy working with computers and were, in 
some cases, even more motivated to learn.  
An interesting aspect to observe was also how the instructions changed during distance 
teaching. Most teachers reported that they had to present very clear and detailed 
instructions to assure that all students could understand and execute their learning process.  
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4. During the pandemic students acquired new learning strategies, motivational tools 
and other competences which made them more autonomous learners.  
This hypothesis is confirmed. Although teachers were not very optimistic about students 
being successful in distance learning, the students nevertheless did learn on their own. They 
were forced to discover new strategies and to organize their schedule. Many had to find 
alternative resources for explanations which is a key aspect of learner autonomy. Even 
though not all succeeded, the ones who did, benefitted greatly from distance learning as 
reported by the teachers as well as the students in the questionnaires.  
Answers to questions 5, 6, 9, 10 and 11 in the questionnaire show that students are aware 
of their learning styles and learning strategies which helped them towards a more successful 
learning process.   
 
 
5. Students feel more confident in their learning abilities after experiencing distant 
learning and are more aware of their learning strategies, the importance of self-evaluation 
etc.  
This hypothesis is partially confirmed. Answers to questions 10 and 11 in the questionnaire 
prove that distance learning was a challenge for the majority of students. Fifty percent of 
students answered that distance learning was harder than normal school, which suggests a 
challenge. The main reason for this was the lack of explanation which forced students to 
find other resources for explanations and use these for independent study.  
We were not able to obtain enough information to decide whether students know the 
importance of self-evaluation, only that 77% of students practice it on a regular basis. This is 
a positive result as a majority of students were able to provide a strategy of how they self-
evaluate.  
The results of the interviews were, however, less optimistic as teachers reported that only 
about a half of students thrived while distance learning and discovered new learning styles 
and strategies. The other half was not as successful.  
62 
 
4. COMPARISON AND DISCUSSION 
 
This chapter serves as a discussion of the results of the interview and the questionnaire as 
well as the comparison of the two. The research provides an insight into distance teaching 
and learning and opens many points worthy of consideration. The chapter also includes a 
comparison of our research with the research published by the National Education Institute 
Slovenia in July 2020.  
The comparison of the results of the interviews and questionnaires showed they share one 
important aspect; both the teachers and the students expressed that the quality of the 
explanation is the key to successful learning as it ensures the understanding of the 
materials. Learning without understanding translates to rote learning which is not conducive 
to autonomous learning. In addition, teachers pointed out that understanding the materials 
leads to higher levels of intrinsic motivation. The first step towards encouraging learning 
autonomy is therefore to combine quality and engaging materials with a good explanation. 
This leads to students being more motivated and learning successfully on their own. If we 
applied this formula to distance teaching, we would then need to plan lessons according to 
these two elements.  
The second major point from the interviews to be considered were the answers to the 
questions about the factors contributing to successful distance learning. The teachers all 
agreed that home environment is . The term home environment entails primarily the 
attitude the parents have towards school, i.e. how important it is to them and why, the 
amount of attention they pay to it, and their opinion of the teachers and subjects. In most 
cases, students take similar positions towards school as their parents. It is therefore of great 
importance to present a positive attitude towards school to students from the beginning. 
This can be achieved through encouragement that students get from parents, the amount of 
help with schoolwork, and general interest in their learning process. It is essential for 
parents to guide their children and not do everything instead of them. In this respect, they 
have a similar role to teachers, as they need to display and encourage positive behaviour.  
Teachers reported that working habits contributed greatly to successful and unsuccessful 
distance learning. The analysis of the results from the questionnaire shows that the students 
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presented numerous learning strategies and self-evaluation options, and many even said 
they developed new ones during distant learning. Answers to question 9 in the 
questionnaire show that students enjoy working with computers and that distance learning 
presented an opportunity to develop new learning styles and strategies which helped them 
become more autonomous. The analysis of question 12 in the questionnaire also confirmed 
that distant teaching took many forms. Students reported using several mediums and 
channels such as e-classrooms, videoconferences, project work, interactive games, 
interactive coursebooks, e-mails, and various applications. Many of these are not standard 
classroom tools and by incorporating them into their lessons, teachers introduce new 
elements which force the students to adjust and learn in a different way. This change affects 
the learning process in a positive way, as it offers variety and options for the students to 
choose from, and they can find what fits them best.  
Another essential element of learner autonomy is self-evaluation and it is important that 
both the teachers and the learners are aware of it. It was interesting to compare the 
answers of the teachers on this topic to those of the students. Teachers reported that 
students are not mature and independent enough for self-evaluation to work. They do 
encourage it, but are generally not satisfied with the outcome. The results of the students, 
however, showed that they do practice it often. 77% of students said they use self-
evaluation and even provided examples of their own. Although we cannot claim these self-
evaluations are effective, they still prove that they are existent and that students are aware 
of the value of self-evaluation.  
The main problem of distance teaching and learning was the lack of contact between 
teachers and students. Teachers expressed that the main difficulty they experienced was 
the fact that they were not prepared and that they could not monitor all of their students 
appropriately. The lack of contact was also reflected in the answers of the students as the 
main reason for them was the lack of explanation. Of course, the explanation was there, but 
it took on a different form – students often had to use the coursebook or other resources to 
find explanations, which posed a challenge due to the fact they were not prepared to use 
them efficiently.  
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The pandemic created a very unique situation where the whole teaching and learning 
process was moved online very quickly and without preparation. Teachers struggled 
because they had no proper feedback and students were suddenly alone, forced to work 
independently. The change was so abrupt that teachers focussed on reaching as many 
students as possible, and not on whether they are promoting the development of learner 
autonomy. We need to consider, however, that the students were autonomous in their 
learning as they had no other option. They had to be responsible for their own schedule and 
time allocation, they needed to decide on how they are going to organize their work, they 
had to be resourceful when it came to finding alternative explanations or additional 
materials online, and they often had to work on their own, whereas in the classroom, 
students normally mostly work in pairs or groups, as it can be seen in answers to question 6 
in the questionnaire. 
A research on distance teaching and learning in Slovenia was conducted, and a partial report 
was published in July 2020, whereas the full report will be available in October 2020. The 
research takes teachers as well as students as subjects and compares the results. The aim of 
the research was to establish how successful distance teaching and learning was in Slovenia, 
focussing on both primary and secondary school separately. By comparing the part of the 
research done in primary schools to our own we found some results overlap, as shown 
below: 
1. The results of this research showed that the majority of teachers (46 %) organized 
their classes as a combination of videoconferences and written instructions (Zavod 
RS za šolstvo 2020: 20-21). Both the interviews and the questionnaire gave similar 
results on this matter, although our results name e-classrooms as a primary form of 
interaction.  
2. Teachers reported that they encouraged individual work and that pair work and 
especially group work were side-lined (ibid.: 31). This supports our argument as 
teachers reported they had difficulty introducing pair and group work while distance 
teaching.  
3. The report introduced the term ‘active learning’ which entails setting goals, 
designing criteria for successful learning, planning learning steps, collecting evidence 
of learning, peer feedback, receiving feedback from teacher, and improving their 
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work accordingly and self-evaluation. The report analysis says that teachers most 
commonly gave feedback and asked to improve their work accordingly. They also 
encouraged setting goals (ibid.: 34-35). It is worth noting that self-evaluation scored 
low on the list of encouraged activities.   
4. According to students, the main advantage of distance learning was that they could 
organize their own timetable. Students in this research provided other advantages to 
distance learning such as; interesting exercises, not having to perform in front of 
peers, being able to sleep longer, having parents’ and other members of the family 
help (ibid.: 58-59).  
It is interesting to observe that in this research students assessed the difficulty of distance 
learning quite differently. The majority (43,6 % and 38,5 % in the second and third triad 
respectively) said the difficulty of learning is the same. About a third (30,5 % and 25,3 % in 
the second and third triad respectively) said distance learning was harder. Interestingly, the 
percentage of students who marked distance learning as easier was higher in the third triad 
(36,2 %), in comparison to the 25,9 % in the second triad (ibid.: 59-60). Our results differ 
substantially as a half of the students (50 %) said distance learning was more difficult. 
However, the reason for this can be found in the nature of learning English. It is necessary to 
have visual and auditory input while learning any language and this was perhaps more 
difficult to achieve while distance teaching. Furthermore, this research covered all of the 
subjects in the second and third triad of primary school, whereas ours was focused on 
English only. Further comparison will be possible in October when the full research will be 
published.  
What would benefit students in primary schools that had to take part in distance learning is 
a systematic incorporation of learner development strategies into the lessons in order for 
them to acquire skills which would allow them to learn efficiently. These skills are beneficial 
in any learning context, but were much needed in distance learning and teaching. Teachers 
should generally focus more on aspects of the lessons which encourage the development of 
leaner autonomy, such as collaborative learning, self-evaluation, motivation, learning styles 
and strategies, as well as the incorporation of technology into the learning process. 
Technology is an important part of today’s society and being able to use it to find resources 
is an essential skill every student needs to acquire. Not only are students in this day and age 
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more than capable of learning and understating the online world and how it works, they 
usually know the basics already at this age. Knowing how to use it to learn and advance in 
their knowledge would be extremely useful. Especially when it comes to learning English, 
the internet poses as a very valuable resource that can be exploited in numerous ways, and 
can be highly motivating for students, since they usually enjoy the technology.  
Since we do not know what the future holds, it is impossible to determine the best course of 
action. Nonetheless, seeing how quickly the whole world can change and how necessary 
technology is, now even more so than before, we can safely say that teachers should learn 
about and include technology in their teaching regularly. The pandemic changed the way we 
view distance teaching and learning, which will now become more widespread – for its 
convenience, if for no other reason. However, knowing how to use technology is not enough 
for students to learn and advance in English. They need to have a better understanding of 
what technology can offer and the various elements that encourage autonomy 
development, so that distance learning can help them, instead of slowing their learning 
process down. 
As a suggestion for further research we would like to present the idea that parents are a 
major factor influencing the development of learner autonomy. Not only do parents present 
the biggest authority in their children’s lives and therefore have the most impact on how 
they view school and learning, but are also the main source for creating an environment 












This MA thesis introduces the term learner autonomy and defines it by taking into 
consideration several major researchers and authors who worked on the topic. The paper 
summarises the main points of learner autonomy as (i) being able to take control of one’s 
own learning, (ii) having awareness of their learning process, (iii) being intrinsically 
motivated, (iv) having developed personal learning strategies, and (v) practicing self-
evaluation.  
The theoretical overview suggests that in order to encourage learner autonomy teachers 
should pay attention to certain key concepts such as collaborative learning, the psychology 
of the learner, how to develop intrinsic motivation, the development of language learning 
strategies, and self-evaluation. Moreover, teachers need to understand the role they play in 
their students’ learning process. 
The second part of the paper focuses on distance teaching and learning and introduces the 
element of technology. Teaching with technology has become a standard in EFL/ESL. 
However, this year’s circumstances forced teachers and students to move the whole 
teaching and learning process online. The pandemic gave light to the fact that the teacher’s 
role is crucial for a successful learning process. 
The purpose of the empirical part of the paper was to determine whether teachers in 
primary schools in Slovenia encourage learner autonomy and in what ways. The aim was 
also to explore how the teaching and learning process adapted to the situation caused by 
the pandemic and whether students became more autonomous in their learning as they 
were forced to be more independent. Although our expectations were not fully met, it 
turned out that encouraging the development of learner autonomy is important to teachers, 
albeit it was not a priority in distance education this year. In addition, teachers reported 
seeing an overall progress in the majority of their students’ independence and use of 
learning strategies. 
By analyzing the results, we came to a few conclusions regarding learning autonomy and 
distance learning: (i) quality and engaging materials and well-executed explanations are key 
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for successful learning as they ensure understanding and intrinsic motivation, (ii) parents 
play a major role as students develop similar attitudes to school as them, and therefore 
need a positive home environment in order to advance in the learning process, and (iii) 
learner autonomy should be encouraged systematically throughout the teaching process, as 
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APPENDIX 1: THE QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Q1 - Razred, ki ga obiskuješ.  
 
 5  
 6  
 7  
 8  
 9  
 
 
Q2 - Pri vsaki trditvi obkroži, kar najbolj velja zate.   
 















Rad/ase učim angleščino.      
Angleščina se mi zdi uporaben predmet.      
Za učenje si vedno pripravim urejen 
prostor. 
     
Za učenje si vzamem dovolj časa.      
Pomembno je kdaj in kje se učim.       
Pomembno mi je, da razumem snov.      
Pred učenjem si vedno zadam cilj (kaj vse 
se moram naučiti). 
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Mislim, da se iz domačih nalog veliko 
naučim. 
     
Če se učenja lotim na pravi način, se lahko 
naučim vsega. 
     
 
 
Q3 - Če mi je kakšna naloga težka (obkroži kar najbolj velja zate)  
Možnih je več odgovorov  
 
 Poskusim sam/a najti rešitev  
 Vprašam starše  
 Vprašam učitelja/ico  
 Vprašam sošolce  
 Drugo:  
 
 
Q4 - V šoli najraje delam   
 
 Samostojno  
 V paru  







Q5 - Najlažje se učim  
Možnih je več odgovorov  
 
 Iz svojih zapiskov  
 Iz učbenika  
 Z reševanjem vaj  
 Drugo:  
 
 
Q6 - Za učenje uporabljam različne učne strategije (npr. podčrtovanje, ponavljanje na glas, 
itd).  
 
 DA  
 NE  
 
 




Q8 - Pred testom (ali spraševanjem) vedno najprej sam/a preverim svoje znanje.  
 
 DA  
 NE  






Q10 - Naslednja vprašanja se nanašajo na učenje na daljavo.  
 
 
Q11 - Obkroži, kar najbolj velja zate.  
 















Tehnologija mi ne predstavlja težav pri 
učenju na daljavo. 
     
Učenje na daljavo je bolj zanimivo, ker 
poteka prek računalnika. 
     
Odkar se šolam na daljavo, bolj poznam 
svoje učne stile (tj. kakšen učenec/kakšna 
učenka sem). 
     
Odkar se šolam na daljavo, sem razvil/a 
nove učne strategije (tj. načine, kako se 
učiti). 
     
Odkar se šolam na daljavo, večrat sam/a 
preverim svoje znanje. 
     
 
Q12 - Ali je bilo učenje na daljavo lažje ali težje kot delo v šoli?   
 
 Lažje  
 Težje  




Q13 - Zakaj? (Npr. težje ker: ni bilo razlage, sodelovanja, preverjanje nalog, časovno 
organizirano…  ali lažje ker: lahko sem si sam/a organiziral/a delo, več samostojnega dela, 




Q14 - Na daljavo smo se učili prek različnih medijev. (obkroži, kar velja zate)  
Možnih je več odgovorov  
 
 Spletne učilnice  
 Spletne klepetalnice  
 Video posnetki razlag  
 Interaktivne igre  
 Video klici   
 Projektno delo  
 Drugo:  
 
 
Q15 - Kakšna je bila razlaga snovi pri šolanju na daljavo? (npr. samo učbenik, video 











APPENDIX 2: THE INTERVIEW 
INTERVJU ZA UČITELJE 
 
1. Kaj si predstavljate pod pojmom avtonomno učenje?  
2. Ali menite, da je avtonomno učenje pomembno za uspešno učenje? Koliko časa 
posvečate temu, da ga spodbujate? Ali menite, da se razvije samo od sebe? 
3. Ali med poukom namenite čas temu, da učencem predstavite različne učne 
strategije? Na kakšen način? Kako pogosto? Lahko navedete kakšen primer? (npr. učenje 
učenja) 
4. Kakšne aktivnosti uporabljate, da svoje učence motivirate? Lahko navedete kakšen 
primer? Kako svoje učence motivirate za delo doma? (v smislu, da v učencih spodbujate 
notranjo motivacijo, npr. v učbeniku ‚kaj že znam‘) 
5. Kako se odločate o vsebini pouka? (npr. samo na podlagi učnega načrta in učbenika, 
gradiva s spleta itd.) Kakšen vpliv imajo na to učenci? Na kakšen način? Ali kdaj skupaj 
določite vsebino ali jim pustite, da si vsebino sami prilagodijo? Ali se o tem pogovarjate in če 
da, kako pogosto? 
6.  Kako pogosto izvajate aktivnosti, kjer morajo učenci sodelovati med sabo 
(skupinsko, projektno delo)? Ali je to odvisno od starostne skupine? 
7. Ali menite, da so vaši učenci odgovorni za svoje učenje? Kolikšen je vpliv staršev? Ali 
je to odvisno od starostne skupine? Kako to spodbujate?  
8. Kako spodbujate samoocenjevanje? (učbenik, domače naloge) 
9. Kako ste zgoraj omenjene aktivnosti prilagodili pouku na daljavo? 




11. Kako so se spremenila navodila, ki jih dajete učencem pri pouku na daljavo? Kako 
pogosto ste bili v stiku z njimi? (kako ste pošiljali gradiva, e-učilnica, e-mail..?) 
12. Ste imeli individualne ure z učenci? Če da, koliko in zakaj? 
13. Kako so potekali določeni deli pouka, kot so : 
a) interakcija (tudi med učenci), 
b) povratne informacije, 
c) učenje 4 jezikovnih spretnosti (govor, poslušanje, branje, pisanje), 
d) preverjanje in ocenjevanje (tudi samopreverjanje)? 
14. Ali opazite spremembe v motivaciji pri pouku na daljavo? Ali uporabljate več 
aktivnosti za izboljšanje motivacije? 
15. Ali opazite spremembe v uspehu pri pouku na daljavo? (ne nujno ocene, na splošno 
pri oddajanju nalog, sodelovanje pri video konferencah) Ali menite, da so bili učenci 
pripravljeni na uspešno učenje na daljavo že od prej, ali opažate večje težave?  
16. Po vaših opažanjih, kateri dejavniki še vplivajo na (ne)uspešno učenje na daljavo? 
(starši, pomanjkanje socializacije, osamljenost, stres, tehnologija, starostna skupina...)  
  
